CHRISTMAS   READING
Mail the tenor and second violins respectively. The singers
consisted of four men and seven boys, upon whom devolved
the task of carrying and attending to the lanterns, and holding
the books open for the players. Directly music was the theme,
old William ever and instinctively came to the front.
'Now mind, naibours,' he said, as they all went out one
by one at the door, he himself holding it ajar and regarding
them with a critical face as they passed, like a shepherd
counting out his sheep. 'You two counter-boys, keep your
ears open to Michael's fingering, and don't ye go straying
into the treble part along o' Dick and his set, as ye did last
year- and mind this especially when we be in "Arise, and
hail!" Billy Chimlen, don't you sing quite so raving mad as
you fain would; and, all o' ye, whatever ye do, keep from
making a great scuffle on the ground when we go in at people's
gates; but go quietly, so as to strik' up all of a sudden, like
spirits.'
Tarmer Ledlow's first?'
'Farmer Ledlow's first; the rest as usual.'
*And, Voss,' said the tranter terminativcly, 'you keep
house here till about half-past two; then heat the metheglin
and cider in the warmer you'll find turned up upon the
copper; and bring it wi' the victuals to church-hatch, as
th'st know.*
I find that very tempting. It reminds me of another scene
of carol-singers, in The Wind in the Willow^ where Ratty and
Mole open the door of Mole's home and see 'a pretty sight
and a seasonable one':
In the forecourt, lit by the dim rays of a horn lantern,
some eight or ten little fieldmice stood in a semi-circle, red
worsted comforters round their throats, their fore-paws
thrust deep into their pockets, their feet jigging for warmth.
With bright beady eyes they glanced shyly at each other,
sniggering a little, sniffing and applying coat-sleeves a good
deal . . . 'Now then, one, two, three!' and forthwith their
shrill little voices uprose on the air, singing one of the old-
time carols that their forefathers composed in fields that were
214